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Although the history of English music contains examples of composers 
who wrote well for single voice and instrument--Dowland or Purcell come 
first to mind-a tradition of art song with piano accompaniment devel-
oped in England much later than the German Lied and French metodie. 
The retarded development of the art song in England, its subsequent 
flowering and present continuation are chronicled extensively in Stephen 
Banfield's book Sensibility and the English Song. Banfield has undertaken 
the heroic task of surveying in one volume the course of English art song 
from the Victorians to the present; the result is a significant achievement, 
though one unfortunately marred by lapses in organization, perspective, 
and discrimination. 
Sensibility and the English Song is a remarkably inclusive book. While 
Banfield mercifully excludes such peripheral fi~~ures as Liza Lehmann and 
Maude Valerie White (preface, x), he examines a catholic assortment of 
music, ranging from the songs of such major composers as Vaughan Wil-
liams and Britten to those of Benjamin Burrows, who is described as "an 
obscure freelance music theory tutor who led an unadventurous life in 
Leicester" (p. 228) . 
The usefulness of Sensibility and the English Song is found in the presenta-
tion of the songs themselves. Banfield is refreshingly free of theoretical 
preconceptions in dealing with the music at hand. He employs analytical 
methods selected or conceived with the goal of illuminating the individual 
song; these methods range from simple description, such as is employed 
to examine Herbert Howell's "The Goat Paths" (pp. 218-20), to reductive 
analysis, such as illustrates "Dear Heart, Why Will You Use Me So?" by 
Eugene Goosens (p. 352). This approach allows the author to assess a 
great range of music while respecting the stylistic diversity of each song. 
The musical examples are ample and aptly chosen to support Banfield's 
theoretical argument. The extent of the musical examples is especially 
helpful for more obscure songs, such as "On Another's Sorrow" by John 
Sykes (p. 363). 
The overall organization of the book is puzzHng, however. The relation 
of the text and the appended material is a case in point. Banfield seems to 
have gradually expanded the scope of the text as his research progressed; 
the postscript and three appendices make up eighty-one pages in a vol-
ume of four hundred pages. In the relatively short space of the postscript, 
the author attempts to comment on the vocal music of such composers as 
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Warlock, Bliss, Walton, Berners, Britten and Tippett. As he struggles to 
introduce a great deal of disparate music, Banfield occasionally allows his 
prose to become undisciplined. Moreover, this section becomes unwieldy 
as Banfield includes works which are properly outside the genre of art 
song, such as Walton's Fa(ade (pp. 371-78). Banfield's critical opinions are 
less persuasive in the postscript than in the rest of the book; it is surely 
quixotic to link the whimsical songs of Lord Berners with the social criti-
cism implicit in Britten's Our Hunting Fathers. 
Banfield generally marshals his vast phalanx of fact and opinion in an 
efficient manner, and the flow of information is never allowed to congeal 
into a mere list of detail. But there are lapses in his effort to present this 
formidable body of information in the context of an adequate historical 
perspective. It is disheartening to read such a commonplace as "Bridge's 
pupil Britten was the first English composer since Purcell who could dis-
play technical brilliance and literary sensibility in a secure and acceptable 
combination" (p. 69). Britten is certainly one of the enduring glories of 
English music, but the "Purcell-to-Britten" theory of English musical his-
tory-first embraced during Britten's lifetime by eager critics-ridiculously 
slights the achievements of Elgar, Holst, and Vaughan Williams. (An in-
stance of this is Ned Rorem's 1975 review of Britten's Death in Venice: "For 
two centuries after the death of Henry Purcell in 1695, England produced 
no music of consequence. With Benjamin Britten's birth in 1913 the land 
awoke like Sleeping Beauty and picked up where she left off.")1 Holst's 
wonderful song "Betelgeuse," for example, combines technical brilliance 
and literary sensibility in a manner that matches the best of Britten's 
works in this genre. 
A further weakness is Banfield's indiscriminate insistence on linking 
aesthetic evaluation with amateur psychological sleuthing: "In considering 
Elgar, Parry, Quilter, Butterworth and Ireland, an attempt has been made 
to show that a sympathetic reading of a composer's songs can give rise to a 
certain amount of biographical or psychological interpretation which in 
turn can enhance one's understanding of the music" (p. 179). Banfield 
skates on very thin ice here, both aesthetically and psychologically, and he 
rarely glides over such hypotheses fast enough to avoid such crashing 
innuendos as these: 
But Housman was attractive to composers chiefly on account of two 
qualities in his verse. The first of these was pastoralism mixed with a 
strong flavour of fatalistic, fin-de-siecle gloom, both carrying overtones 
of repressed homosexuality. Some of the composers, including 
Butterworth and Ireland, can be seen in retrospect to have identi-
fied, the latter sometimes to the point of self-pity, with the homo-
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sexual element. The homosexuality may have been only subconscious 
[present author's italics], for the homosexuality, as had already been 
mentioned, was not publicly alluded to untill after Housman's death 
in 1936, with the publication of the more explicit More Poems (1936) 
and Additional Poems (1937 and 1939). (P. 239) 
Delving into a subject's unconscious is a careful and laborious business. 
But to take out of context the choice of text of a composer long dead as 
the basis of summary conclusions about his subconscious is a hazardous 
business indeed. Banfield does not substantiate these insights into the 
psyches of Butterworth and Ireland with any mere cold biographical fact, 
even though he has earlier convicted Ireland of pederasty on similar thin 
evidence (p. 167). If Banfield has any incontrovertible facts in this and 
other case, and it they are relevant to an understanding of the music, then 
he should present them fully. 
Banfield has demonstrated the richness of the English art song through 
copious research and flexible analysis. The book he has written is unnec-
essarily prolix, however, through the introduction of sensational specula-
tion and irrelevant material. Despite the several problems outlined above, 
Banfield's broad knowledge and manifest enthusiasm for his subject make 
this a welcome addition to the slim literature on the English art song. 
-Byron Adams 
NOTE 
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